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Abstract 
The aim of the study is to present the main characteristics of incarcerated mothers from Romania, special emphasized on their 
psycho-socio-educational status. For this purpose we relayed on a population of 136 inmate mother and the investigation was 
made through the questionnaire of needs evaluation. The majority of the women deprived of freedom were convicted for non-
violent offences; researched population have, in general, very low educational level; the life histories of these women offenders 
are characterized by social and economic disadvantage; their emotional experiences are characterized by frustration, conflict, 
guilt and on this background also appears the social stigmatization. 
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1. Introduction 
Incarcerated women in Europe constitute an average of roughly 4.5% to 5% of the total prison population 
(Karveli et al., 2012). Imprisoned women in Europe stand for approximately 4.5% from the 5% of the overall 
imprisoned population (Ibidem, 2012). 
According to the statistical data provided by the International Centre for Prison Studies (ICPS), in Romania 4.6% 
of the penitentiary population is comprised of women.  
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The majority of the women deprived of freedom are convicted for non-violent offences, possession of drugs 
or other drug-related transgressions (Quaker Council for European Affairs, 2007; Covington, 2002). The offences 
involving drugs represent the largest pool of convictions for women offenders in the United States (Bureau of Justice 
Statistics, 1999; Hotelling, 2008) and around the world (Taylor, 2004). 
The Regional Office for Europe of the World Health Organization (2009) reports that there are very high rates 
for mental health issues in imprisoned women, such as post-traumatic stress syndrome, depression, anxiety, 
phobias, neurosis, self-mutilation and suicide.  
The phenomenon of imprisonment implies more than just the prison itself as an institution. It equally includes the 
effects of imprisonment on society and society’s interpretation about prisons, the way in which delinquents think 
about prisons, their role and effect on prisoners. In this sense, within the fabric of contemporary society and its penal 
system, women offenders and their children represent a severely disadvantaged and marginalized population 
(Müller-Fabian, 2014). 
The data presented and discussed in this paper resulted from the research and intervention activities effectuated 
during the „Raising a Child through Prison Bars” (JLS-2008-DAP3_AG-1260)† international project. The project 
targets 5 particularly vulnerable groups of beneficiaries in 3 Balkan countries (Bulgaria-Greece-Romania): 
imprisoned mothers and pregnant women, infants living in prison and children whose parent is incarcerated. 
 
2. Study description 
The aim of this paper is to present the main characteristics of incarcerated mothers from Romania, specially 
emphasizing on their psycho-socio-educational status and their attitudes regarding their children. 
In this respect, we are focusing our analyses on the psycho-educational aspects of their life. For this purpose, we 
relayed on a population of 136 inmate mother and the investigation was conducted with the aid of the following 
research instrument: questionnaire of needs evaluation (demographic data, educational level, marital status, 
residence, working status, economic status of the family, self-assessment of relationships and problems, parental 
family, incarceration history, health and mental health history, attitude and topics for the “Discussion group for 
mothers”, attitude and topics for the “Support groups for children”). 
3. Results of the research 
The research population comprised 136 imprisoned mothers, 68.4% of Romanian nationality, whereas 31.6% 
declared another ethnic identity (27.9% Hungarians and 67.4% Roma).  
           Table 1. Mothers’ nationality 
Nationality of inmate mothers’ Frequency Percent 
Romanian 93 68.4% 
Other  43 31.6% 
Other nationalities – declared during the interviews 
Hungarian 12 27.9% 
Roma 29 67.4% 
 
Their age ranged from 19 to 58 years old (the average age being 34.07 years).  
 
 
† This project was co-financed by the Daphne III Programme (2007-2013) of the European Commission- DG Justice, Freedom & Security (80%) and by partner organizations (20%).   
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From the point of view of their origin, only 12.7% come from a rural area, the rest of them coming from an urban 
environment (87,3%).  
Table 2. Inmate mothers’ place of residence  
Inmate mothers’ were living in 
(valid 134) 
Frequency Percent 
City 32 23.9% 
Town 85 63.4% 
Village 17 12.7% 
 
A percentage of 77.6% declared that before imprisonment they were married, or 17.9% lived with a partner, 
while the rest of the women were separated from their partner (0.7%), either by being divorced (1.5%), or by having 
a deceased partner (1.53%); finally one person declared that she was a single mother (0.7%). Only 13.7% of these 
women said that their marital status has changed during detention.  
Table 3. Marital status of inmate mothers’ before and during the imprisonment 
Inmate mothers’ marital status before imprisonment 
(valid 134) 
Frequency Percent 
Married 104 77.6% 
Separated 1 0.7% 
Divorced 2 1.5% 
Cohabitating 24 17.9% 
Widow 2 1.53% 
Single mother 1 0.7% 
Has inmate mothers’ marital status changed during the imprisonment 
(valid 134) 
No 116 86.4% 
Yes 18 13.4% 
 
The degree of education of 23.5% of the imprisoned women was very low (they did not graduate from any class), 
1.5% of them were faculty graduates, whereas their majority held a high school diploma (49,3%). The rest of them 
finished only eight classes (15.4%) or went to a technical/vocational school (2.9%). 
Table 4. Inmate mothers’ educational level 
Educational level of inmate mothers’ Frequency Percent 
Have not attended school 32 23.5% 
Elementary school 10 7.4% 
Junior High School/Gymnasium 21 15.4% 
Senior High School/Lyceum 67 49.3% 
Technical/Vocational school 4 2.9% 
University 2 1.5% 
Post-graduate studies - - 
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For these mothers education is not a goal in life and they pass on this attitude on their children. If the children 
abandons school in the 7th grade, this does not constitute a problem for the parents. Many of the interviewed mothers 
declared that “school is only a loss of time”, “school is not a good method to earn money” (quotes of mothers’ 
opinions from the support group). They think that the most important thing for a child is to “fend for him/herself” or 
to do everything possible “to marry someone well-off” (Müller-Fabian, 2011).    
The same “values” were expressed and endorsed by the children of imprisoned parents. 
A percentage of 32.1% declared that they were employed before imprisonment, 69.4% have never held a job, 
2.2% were unemployed, and 0.7% were retired.  
             Table 5. Working status of inmate mothers’ before the imprisonment 
Were inmate mothers’ working before the 
imprisonment 
 (valid 134) 
Frequency Percent 
 
No 87 64.9% 
Yes 
Unemployed 
Retired 
43 
3 
1 
32.1% 
2.2% 
0.7% 
 
With regard to their economic situation, 64.5% said that they struggled with poverty, for 0.8% it was very good, 
and for 34.7% average. 
Table 6. Inmate mothers’ family economic situation 
How would inmate mother rate her family’s economic 
situation 
(valid 121) 
Frequency Percent 
Very bad 40 33.1% 
Bad 38 31.4% 
Moderate 20 16.5% 
Good 22 18.2% 
Very good 1 0.8% 
 
The majority of the women deprived of freedom were convicted for non-violent offences, 0.8% of imprisoned 
mothers were convicted for drug-related offences, 29.5% committed economic offences, 18.9% crimes against life, 
and a percentage of 50.8% were imprisoned for other types of offences. Only for 3.9% of imprisoned women the 
offence is connected with children.  
Table 7. Type of committed crime 
Committed crime 
(valid 132) 
Frequency Percent 
Drug-related 1 0.8% 
Economic crime 39 29.5% 
Crime against life 25 18.9% 
Other 67 50.8% 
The offence is connected with their child 
(valid 127) 
No 122 96.1% 
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Yes 5 3.9% 
 
A percentage of 16.4% from imprisoned mothers declared that they are subsequent offenders. For 17.9% of them, 
there were persons from their parental family convicted for a crime, whereas 16.14% declared that someone from 
their entourage was deprived of freedom. 
 
Table 8. Incarceration of parental family members or persons from inmate mothers’ entourage 
Persons from parental family convicted for crime 
(valid 112) 
Frequency Percent 
Yes  20 17.9% 
No 92 82.1% 
Persons from their entourage was convicted for crime 
(valid 114) 
Frequency Percent 
Yes  16 16.14% 
No 98 98.86% 
 
An important study conducted on the imprisoned women population in Great Britain and Wales (WHO, 2007) 
shows that 90% of them have a diagnosed mental disorder, abuse hallucinogenic substances, whereas 9 of 10 suffer 
from at least one of the following diseases: neurosis, psychosis, personality disorder, alcohol abuse or drug 
addiction. Concerning this issue, 40% from the population under research declared that they themselves or a 
member of their family suffered from a chronic illness or disability; a percentage of 30.7% admitted that they had to 
consult a mental health center in order to improve their problems, and 81% received and followed a drug regimen 
prescribed for their psychological difficulties.  
 
Table 9. Chronic illness or disabilities of inmate mothers’ or members of their family  
Does either the inmate mother or a member of her 
family have a chronic illness or disability 
(valid 100) 
Frequency Percent 
Yes 40 40% 
No 60 60% 
Has either the inmate mother or family ever visited a 
Mental Health Institution for a problem that s/he was 
facing 
(valid 114) 
Frequency Percent 
Yes 35 30.7% 
No 79 69.3% 
Has either the inmate mother or family ever take 
medicine for a psychological problem that s/he was 
facing 
(valid 121) 
Frequency Percent 
Yes 98 81% 
No 23 19% 
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The majority of these mothers live in fear of losing the custody of their children. This intense feeling of fear 
represents another ground for their anxiety (Bloom, 1995; Fletcher, Shaver & Moon, 1993; Knight, 1992; Pollock-
Byrne, 1990, quoted by Dodge & Pogrebin, 2001).  
Although imprisoned mothers were reluctant to open up during evaluations, our invitation for them to take part 
in support groups (called “discussion groups”) was received with interest by the majority of them: 81% declared 
that they would participate in such groups. 
Table 10. Benefits from a support group for mothers 
Does the inmate mother think that such a group will 
be beneficial for herself as a mother 
(valid 121) 
Frequency Percent 
Yes 98 81% 
No 23 19% 
Likewise, our proposal to organize special groups for children was well received: 82% of them said that in their 
own opinion these groups could be of real use for their children. 
4. Conclusions 
The results of the research showed that these mothers’ childhood was characterized by: instability within family 
life (with recurrent residence changes), very early confrontation with a life among strangers, being often witness to 
family violence (fights, abuse relationships between parents), knowing the hardships of having several step-parents, 
living through rejection and abuse from their peer-group. 
During adolescence, these mothers had been confronted with school related problems which led to an early halt 
of the educational process, taken refuge in transient relationships such as concubinage or early age marriages, 
become members of delinquent groups which pushed them to “the door of female criminality” (Müller-Fabian, 
2014). 
During adulthood, the majority of these women associated themselves with deviant men, which facilitated other 
physical, sexual or emotional abuse and gave them another push towards illegal activities. These socio-family 
conditions, as well as heightened alcohol, and in some cases, drugs abuse led to committing offences (similar to 
Proctor’s descriptions, 2009) (Karveli et al., 2012). 
It must be stressed that imprisonment does not mean that a parent, especially a mother, cannot continue his/her 
relationships with his/her children. On the contrary, it is essential and in the interest of the child, that these 
relationships be maintained or re-kindled once the mother is released (O’Brien & Young, 2006). Only a good 
communication, a healthy relationship between the imprisoned mother and the child’s caregiver can contribute to 
establish the necessary atmosphere and the emotional support that their children need in order to develop properly 
as human beings. We propose, therefore, that the interventions for the target population should be envisaged in 
such a way that all the persons concerned would be thoroughly involved in the process: the incarcerated parent, the 
caregiver and the child as well.  
Both at the base and at the forefront of these interventions, the process of education should prevail because only 
through education we are able to steadily prevent, intervene and act accordingly upon the intergenerational cycle 
through which the delinquent behaviour, criminality and incarceration are ceaselessly and harmfully reproduced 
(Müller-Fabian, 2014). 
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